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CHAPTER 1




   




  2677 EARTH




  SOUTHERN HEMISPHERE




   




  The iridescent Light from the hovering Ndeges was automatically deflected and dispersed by the gleaming fluorite floor of First Landing. Strands of red, blue, magenta and the odd pink Light immersed the landing deck to the point of masking the beings who were evacuating the Ndeges and jumping to the surface.




  Thousands of Ndeges floated twenty kilometers from the hard, yellow crystallite surface, waiting to evacuate to Second Landing, where the capable Medical Practitioners would see to their needs.




  First Landing was busy and eerily silent. The Askari were in the middle of battle, and the precision of their activities aided to the quietness. Hundreds of Medical Practitioners in their long black coats examined the newly returned warriors with grim efficiency. They either repaired injuries that the Companion could not deal with or added new self-healing codes to said Companions so that the warriors could heal at their own pace. Rejuvenators, carrying the precious cargo of badly wounded warriors glided out of First Landing and automatically made their way to Rejuvenation center. It would be months before those warriors were completely healed.




  The Spiritualists good-naturedly waited for the Medical Practitioners to do their work before welcoming and blessing the warriors with the ritual of the Ancestors. Exhausted soldiers lingered for their Ndeges to float to Second Landing out of respect and love for their carriers before bowing to the Spiritualists, and then making their way to rejuvenation beds, thankful for a moment when the attention is only on their self-care. Many would be going back to the battlefield afterwards.




  Naledi was out of Light. Even so she jumped gracefully from her Ndege and landed on her hands and knees on the smooth surface of First Landing. Astonished that she’d made it, she quietly congratulated herself as she managed to steady herself.




  That didn’t mean she could stand just yet. Standing required more energy and she was completely out. Her Companion flashed that dangerous orange color with an urgency that couldn’t be ignored.




  A Medical practitioner immediately presented himself in front of her. He grabbed her left wrist just as her Companion pumped more adrenalin into her system to no avail. Her muscles were shutting down and her heart would soon follow.




  “You are out of Light, our Naledi,” the practitioner said, pointing out the obvious.




  “You need your soul sister to lend you some Light before we can begin the healing process.”




  As she struggled to raise herself off the floor, the practitioner helped her to her feet, even as he told her that it was probably a good idea for her to remain seated until their Ashmita presented herself.




  Amina, her Ndege, anxious to help her mistress asked, Aviator Naledi, what can I do to help you?




  Nothing. Please take care of your needs. I shall see you again, Amina.




  Very well. I shall see you again, Aviator.




  With that, Naledi’s Ndege slid gently down into Second Landing. Left alone, Naledi’s struggle for breath was temporarily subdued by the Medical Practitioner. He changed her Companion’s settings so that she could take in more argon.




  She shook her head, as if to get rid of the kaleidoscope of colors the Askaris created when in motion. It didn’t work.




  It’s too bright, she complained to the Practitioner.




  Close your eyes, he instructed. Meditate. Bring yourself to the center of the Light.




  She did as she was told, and suddenly, that which had been torturing her became beautiful to her drugged senses. The Light energies of the more than one thousand seven hundred warriors’ souls became one ethereal, soothing, strong, gold color, wrapping itself around her and she fed from it.




  I need to sit, Naledi informed the Practitioner who was still holding onto her.




  Of course, he encouraged and helped her to the ground. Your sister is three minutes away from landing. This is good. After she gives you her energy, it is up to you to decide whether you want us to put you in a Rejuvenator or you want to go and lie in your quarters. Our Naledi, I suggest that you allow us to transport you to Rejuvenation center. You have cranial damage. Your left eye needs to be replaced. Only one of your lungs is working. The other two have collapsed.




  There was no way Naledi was going to Rejuvenation center. She hated it. She’d been there many times as a Training Grounds cadet and she found it creepy.




  Your advice will be considered, she replied.




  Thank you, our Naledi.




  Her Companion began to flash red. She’d run out of time.




  The Practitioner immediately compensated by changing her Companion’s settings.




  I have given you a shot of artificial Light. It lasts less than five minutes, which is what we need for our Ashmita’s arrival. Do not panic, our Naledi. Negative emotions swallow Light, even synthetic Light.




  Understood.




  Naledi sprawled out fully on the floor. The Practitioner hastily held her head in his hands as he crouched beside her. She could not breathe and she was burning from the inside from the effort of trying to do so. It seemed to her that it was easier to drift into nothingness. The countdown to zero had begun on her Companion.




  Expiration is not easy, so do not court it, the Practitioner warned. Instead, remain optimistic and take in your argon slowly.




  Naledi did not reply. There was no point in her opinion. Then, strong arms embraced her from behind and pulled her up into a sitting position.




  Ashmita. Finally.




  Naledi’s soul sister sat on the ground and hefted her between her open legs. She wrapped her arms around Naledi, their chests touching. Naledi’s head, devoid of energy, drooped forward listlessly.




  Their hearts were nearly touching, ready to sync. “I give you my life source because we are one,” Ashmita chanted, and with that, Ashmita relaxed and channelled her Light into Naledi’s limp body. “What’s mine is yours. What’s yours is mine.”




  As Naledi’s soul sister repeated the mantra over and over, both women became enveloped in bright blue Light. Naledi felt a rush of relief as her departing soul pulled back into her body.




  A couple of minutes later, Ashmita released her. Naledi sat up and checked her Companion. It was flashing at orange. The Light was weak, but it would do.




  “Welcome back, our Naledi,” the practitioner said. “Would you like us to bring a Rejuvenator for you?”




  No thank you, Naledi replied firmly. I can make it back to my quarters.




  “As you wish,” the Practitioner bowed and moved on to another warrior who needed help.




  “Hurry,” Ashmita urged. “You have to get to your Rejuvenator. My Light isn’t strong enough—I’m almost used up myself.”




  She helped Naledi to her feet. “You should put some thought toward yourself before going out on a limb for others. You almost died.”




  I couldn’t let our Kieza die. Naledi continued telepathically.




  Ashmita shook her beautiful head in disagreement as she rose to her full, elegant height. She was taller than her sister. In fact, Ashmita was more than Naledi in every way. She was astonishingly beautiful, with her multi-colored hair and large, round brown eyes. Her nose ring with a chain that led to her ear made her golden-brown skin glisten with the kind of radiance that no one could capture or imitate. Her body was flawless and symmetrical from the top of her head to the soles of her feet.




  Naledi on the other hand was small and a little too curvy for her height. She had epicanthic brown eyes and black hair, which she tried to keep away from her face when in battle. That was a little hard to do because her bangs had a tendency of becoming too long.




  “Oh good. I am glad to see that you can let yourself die,” Ashmita was unimpressed by Naledi’s loyalty. “Next time, please think of me too?”




  My apologies for being a selfish sister, our Ash. I know you were worried. I also know I took you out of the battle. Please accept my apology.




  “I accept your apology. Go!”




  It was obvious Ashmita was more concerned about Naledi’s welfare at that moment than she was about formalities. Naledi didn’t need to be told twice. She had been spared, but if she didn’t reach her Rejuvenator in less than ten minutes, she would still be dead.




  Temporarily refreshed, she navigated the rest of First Landing, deftly dodging the other pilots, Rejuvenators and contraptions being wheeled onto the deck. She swiftly made her way to the long, arcing corridor leading toward the living quarters. This corridor had no outer wall—instead, the forcefield to her left held back the empty wrath of space and gave Naledi a front-row view of the stars.




  She never got tired of admiring her backyard. Every time she returned to First Landing after a gruelling mission, Naledi made it a point to walk through this corridor, grateful to see the stars shining through in the heavens she’d been working so hard to protect. The stars here would always rule eternal in their purity, untouched by man and machine.




  As her Companion began to glow red again, Naledi groaned in frustration. At this point she had to save energy, but even her thoughts alone could expend it. What was she supposed to do—walk with her mind empty? Then how would she know where she was going or what she was doing? At this rate, she had less than five minutes remaining to make it to her Rejuvenator.




  Without asking for permission, Naledi’s Companion injected H450 into her bloodstream. Muscle strength. Good. She would use that power to jump directly to her floor. Jumping was strictly forbidden on base, but no one was paying attention to small infractions at the moment. If she got caught, she could say it had been a matter of life and death, and she wouldn’t be lying.




  She checked quickly to make sure she was alone. Then she glanced up and consulted Dictionary for length of distance. She’d never jumped to her floor before. Dictionary calculated the jump for her. It wasn’t as long as she’d figured. She could do this. She took a couple of steps back, pumped some adrenalin, ran forward and vaulted into the air. As always, the leap filled her with euphoria.




  But she went too high. Instead of landing upright in the passageway, she stumbled to one knee.




  Sloppy, she scolded herself. She gripped the floor with one hand for stability, while the other hand reached for her sword behind her. When she finally staggered into her quarters, the door opened automatically to reveal her Rejuvenator.




  “Welcome back, Askari Naledi!” greeted Principal Processor. “Your Rejuvenator is ready for you.”




  Thank you, Naledi responded as she stumbled to her pod, now open and located in the center. She gratefully climbed into it and as her head touched its pad, a neural transceiver slid into her head through the same portal every pilot used to attach themselves to their Ndeges. The neural transceiver put her brain in stasis immediately.




  She was already gone when her Companion injected H230 to silence her heart. The liquid Blue rose and encapsulated Naledi fully before the Rejuvenator sealed itself and her quarters so as to protect its precious cargo. She would remain there for as long as it took to regenerate.




  A message was automatically sent to Principal Processor: “Naledi Choto, designation Aviator, in rejuvenation. Sealed and protected in domestic quarters. Date of exit: 27:09:2677.”




  
CHAPTER 2




   




  2677 EARTH




  NORTHERN HEMISPHERE




   




  Greg was late on purpose. Stuck as he was in Bode’s Galaxy, he could still have made it on time if he wanted to, but he didn’t. Meetings were not his thing, especially this one.




  He was not into spying. It felt dishonorable and dishonest. As far as he was concerned, nobody should be allowed to do it. A good, old-fashioned war was the way to go. Fighting to the last man was what it was about for Greg.




  These covert operations made him feel dirty. If he’d wanted to be sneaky and untrustworthy, he would’ve chosen that as a career. He cursed the defense secretariat for coming up with this nonsensical committee of collaboration between intelligence and the military.




  He’d been minding his own business in Bode’s Galaxy, when he was suddenly yanked back to the Northern Hemisphere without so much as a by-your-leave. It didn’t seem to matter that they were in the middle of a war and his troops were stationed in one of the hot zones.




  The Southerners were an in-your-face, day-and-night, clear and present danger-type. Hell, he thought, what was day or night for that matter? He hadn’t seen either of those for years.




  He immediately circled back to his original train of thought. Greg could not be deterred from all things war for very long. His mind rerouted itself to war strategy, thought or deeds with the snap of a finger. That was because war was all-consuming and he couldn’t help it. A formidable enemy was a gift and the Southerners were a gift that kept on giving. They never ceased to amaze him and this last encounter had been no exception.




  He’d witnessed a feat during the exchange of fire that he knew was impossible and he didn’t have the words to state it in his report. If he’d been the only one who’d seen it, if artificial intelligence had not recorded it, he would’ve happily committed himself to a psychiatric institution. But everyone in Epicenter had witnessed it. A.I. had gone as far as mapping out the trajectory of the thing and breaking down its biological composites. But there was a major problem: the conclusion was impossible.




  With instructions to A.I. to archive the footage in File 19, otherwise known as the Don’t tell anyone until we have a sane explanation file, he’d turned to his officers and with the most imposing voice he could muster said, “You didn’t see that. Is that clear? Wipe it from your minds because I am not losing you to rest and rehabilitation.”




  That should’ve been the end of the whole thing, but there was one small issue. Greg’s mind just couldn’t seem to comply with his own order and the whole ordeal was haunting him.




  He snorted in frustration. What had he really seen? It didn’t even make sense scientifically. He couldn’t have witnessed a Southern pilot eject from their cockpit, turn into a ball of gray energy and whoosh down to the rescue of a comrade who’d also ejected from their fighter jet.




  He would be laughed at and demoted if he even suggested such a thing.




  They lived in a technological age. Certainly people could not fly, and they definitely could not turn into gray energy on a whim. Had there been any mechanical components to the individual who’d morphed into gray energy, the defense grid would’ve blown them to pieces. It was created to latch on and destroy enemy technology. Since that had not happened, it meant the ball of energy must have been composed of good, old-fashioned flesh and blood.




  Aside from being astounded, Greg was also frustrated beyond belief. He’d lost a prisoner of war. He'd been looking forward to taking a prisoner. Since the war began, the North had not captured a single Southern soldier alive. In his excitement, Greg had just ordered the cage for the first enemy soldier who’d ejected from their craft, when that gray ball rescued them.




  His plan had failed spectacularly. He’d instructed his pilots to isolate a single Southern flyer and to disable it. That part of the plan had gone off without a hitch. It was the second plan that blew up in their faces. Just as they’d envisioned, the Southern pilot had evacuated their craft, only to be aided by something unexplainable. That part of the story they did not anticipate.




  Greg immediately noticed the other five officers sitting at the table as he entered the boardroom at the United Nations Military Head Office in Los Angeles. The long, sleek, glass table with thirty-six chairs where his compatriots sat, suited the white, sterile environment of the boardroom. It was a room designed to intimidate, without a shred of comfort to be found anywhere. The long, cobalt blue graphene windows, which covered the entire side of the room where the sun shone through, provided the only color to the room. Graphene maintained a level of security and secrecy needed at the United Nations. Greg hated that color all the more because of that. In his opinion, all government activity should be transparent.




  “My apologies,” he said as he took the only empty seat at the table, next to his boss, Major General Franks. The wiry, gray-haired career soldier in his late fifties nodded in acknowledgement of his apology.




  “Noted Colonel,” Major General Franks said.




  Greg stretched his long legs under the table and prepared to be bored out of his mind. He placed his thumb on the top of the desk for the required screening. A.I. immediately identified him by name and rank, thereby granting him access to the required files. A large visual screen opened up in front of him. He paid no attention to it. Greg wasn’t particularly interested in anything anyone had to say in this meeting. Espionage and science were not high on his list. He was here because his absence would lead to a court martial.




  He did not trust the possibility of espionage. Anyone who wasn’t in military uniform in that room was suspect to him. They flashed hypocritical smiles and pretended to be sharing significant information with Defense command when in actuality, their words were void of meaning and their actions even more so.




  Defense, in turn, played the same game. They shared as little as possible, while pretending they were being very forthcoming. It was politics, that’s what this was. The game of politics was Greg’s pet peeve and that was never going to change. He just didn’t understand the point.




  Greg’s eyes narrowed sLightly when Christina Hussein, spy girl 101, gave him a warm, suggestive smile. Although dressed in a severe black business suit, Christina’s massive assets were on display because she’d left the top buttons of her white shirt undone. Her glossy dark hair, severely tied in a ponytail only added a certain sexual allure to her. Her brown eyes held the same offer since the first day Greg met her, which was almost a year ago at some random military function. Spy girl wanted him badly and she wasn’t taking “no” for an answer at any cost. He decided at that moment that he would take her up on her offer. He smiled back encouragingly and as he’d expected, her eyes lit up.




  “Colonel, how are things in Bode’s Galaxy?” Brigadier General Stephenson’s grainy voice interrupted his visual of a naked Christina Hussein writhing with deLight underneath him.




  He cleared his throat as he fought to quickly erase the image of the future Christina from his mind. He succeeded. “We have seen a lot of action this week.”




  “Oh?” Colonel Bridget Yazzie, a scientist in the military asked. “What kind?”




  Greg shrugged nonchalantly. “The usual. The Southerners’ aggressive streak is keeping us on our toes. We have fought off two invasions so far. They are good at what they do. They breached a few of our defense grids.”




  “Hopefully, we are better,” the Brigadier General stated.




  “Yes, sir.” Greg agreed. “We repelled them with ease. A.I. compensated.”




  “I should come to Pearson and update A.I. so that it can predict future attacks,” the blonde-haired, blue-eyed Yazzie mused out loud.




  “Is that possible?” Greg asked.




  “Of course. The Southerners, like all beings, have a pattern,” Yazzie observed with a note of encouragement.




  “We should take the war to the Southerners. A war fought in defense mode is a war lost. Can you scientists and spies work on giving us a way into the South?” The Brigadier General’s tone was insulting to the two professions he’d just mentioned. “We have been waiting for you to do that for almost a century. When do you get to earn your wings?”




  “With all due respect, sir, scientists earn their keep!” Yazzie protested. “We have made many advancements and consistently supported you with better flyers and weapons. It is only a matter of time before we bring down that forcefield.”




  “I remember your father used to say the same, Yazzie. He’s long gone now and we are still waiting,” Franks said wearily. “Perhaps it is time to find another way into the South that has nothing to do with destroying their forcefield. Everything has a weakness. We should find it and exploit it.”




  “I agree with you, Major General, and that is why we are here today,” said Neville Lythgoe, Head of Intelligence. Dressed in what Greg believed to be the prerequisite elegant, yet dull suit, the forty-something-year-old spymaster was more distinguished than handsome. His blonde locks were styled in an unobtrusive manner, while his hazel eyes somehow managed to look nondescript. Greg knew that despite Lythgoe’s relaxed demeanor at the moment, Lythgoe was always armed to the teeth, vigilant and deadly. The smallest of details never got past him.




  “It is only a matter of time before we find you a way into the South,” Lythgoe placed his hands behind his head, leaned back, and gently rotated his chair back and forth as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Perhaps he didn’t care, Greg thought nastily.




  “We’ve finally received useful intel from inside the South. This could be the beginning of their end,” Lythgoe announced. “A.I., show the image.”




  A.I. immediately turned off all the Lights in the boardroom with the exception of the illuminated console that served as the table. A three-dimensional laser image of a small, dark-skinned female rose from the tabletop. The image had been snapped while she was in motion because she was crouched on the ground, ready for action. Her one arm was reaching over her shoulder while the other gripped the floor with fingers splayed.




  Epicanthic eyes half-closed amid her small facial features, her jet-black hair fell forward as if she had bangs while her thick, well-formed lips were sLightly parted.




  She was in uniform. It was a simple skintight body suit in white, adorned with red chest and arm armor. The white material seemed to mold itself to her flesh, revealing curves and muscle.




  Greg was completely enthralled. He wanted to reach out and touch the image, but held himself back. It wouldn’t look right.




  “Behold, our enemy,” Yazzie announced triumphantly. “They look like Canadians, don’t they? I mean the skin complexion.”




  They were so stunned to see their enemy up close and in their own domain to boot after almost a century of war that for a moment, no one said a word.




  “That is not all,” Lythgoe drawled. “A.I., play the film.”




  The film began to roll. The female seemed to be unsteadily navigating a corridor. Greg could see now that she was outfitted in a short, sarong-like skirt in reddish colors. She stumbled and then righted herself by reaching out for the bannister to her right. Her head turned to her hand, and he could see she was staring into space. Once the familiar constellation of Bode’s Galaxy came into view, everyone in the room gasped in shock.




  Greg was horrified beyond belief. It had never occurred to him that Pearson suffered many attacks because a Southern Station was right next door to it. He couldn’t believe that the same planets and stars that were visible to him on a daily basis at Pearson Station were also hers to look at.




  She stood still for a moment and turned her gaze to her surroundings. The probe followed her observation. She was looking up at what appeared to be a huge building. Greg guessed the building had at least thirty floors.




  The female looked around her for a few seconds, took a few steps back, and then to his astonishment she jumped. He watched as she leapt several floors and landed softly on the ground with her head down. She rose quickly and turned to walk down a glass encased corridor.




  “I found that to be the most interesting part, besides the fact that she is Negroid.” Christina imparted to the quiet room full of shell-shocked people. “The way she jumped was so natural, as if it is something they can all do. Of course, that is typical of the Negroid races, is it not? History has it that they were about brawn and not brains. I am sure the Negroids in the South can all jump like that. It is probably nothing to them.”




  “Yes!” Stephenson agreed with Christina enthusiastically. “Back in the day they used their physical strength to commit senseless crimes. They were vermin. They bred a lot and were uncontrollable. They were single-handedly responsible for crime in the 21st and 22nd centuries. This is why I don’t trust the Canadians.”




  Yazzie rolled her eyes behind her glasses in derision and Greg waited for her to blow up. Someone had said something his Yazzie didn’t like. He could tell by the way she readjusted her glasses, which she didn’t need but wore to showcase her ultra-intelligence.




  She gave an exaggerated sigh and then launched her missile. “With all due respect Brigadier Stephenson and Ms. Hussein, I believe the term that was used is ‘nigger,’ not ‘Negroid’,” Yazzie corrected Christina with arrogance.




  Greg couldn’t help himself. The need to laugh out-loud was great. And so he coughed boisterously instead to cover up the mirth. Yazzie froze him on the spot with an icy look and he sat up at once, rigid and at attention. Satisfied that he was behaving himself, she turned to the Brigadier and Ms. Hussein again and gave them a haughty look.




  “If you are going to call a people a word, use the correct term. ‘Nigger’ is what they were called and ‘niggers’ they were. It is true that they were physically stronger than us. They could run faster than us too. But that didn’t stop our superiority over them. They were created for hard, physical labor as naturally as we were created to use our brains. We all can’t have the same attributes. That would be unnatural. Nature plays the balance game all the time. But I don’t believe their physical prowess alone has given them the ability to jump like that. It is humanly impossible. I believe it is biological engineering.”




  Yazzie’s statement was met with disbelief and astonishment. If Greg had not seen the previous event of a flying human, he would have been right there, with everyone else, ridiculing Yazzie’s statement.




  “That is preposterous,” Major General Franks exclaimed, going red in the face. “Niggers were not known for their intelligence Colonel Yazzie. I mean, we have a typical example of that right here and now with the Canadians. How have they improved the lot of humanity? They are bogged down in religious nonsense and don’t have the mental capacity for scientific ventures. On top of that, they don’t strive for excellence, lazy lot that they are. How then would the Southerners have come up with something as complicated as biological engineering? We failed at it and banned it to boot. They can’t have succeeded let alone had such a program,” he scoffed.




  Yazzie folded her arms in front of her and gave the Brigadier General a pitying look that Greg knew so well.




  “In science, anything is possible,” she said calmly. “That may be hard to believe that these ‘niggers’ got biological engineering right, but from where I am standing that is what I see.”




  “Excuse me?” Stephenson interrupted the conversation as the Lights came back on. It seemed to Greg he was still having difficulty adjusting to a jumping female. He didn’t disappoint. “What the fuck was that?”




  “Biological engineering I would imagine,” Yazzie repeated slowly, so that she wasn’t misunderstood. “I know it takes a little getting used to by those of us with smaller brains, but it is what it is.”




  Greg couldn’t help it. He laughed out loud to the disapproval of everyone in the room except Christina. She smiled at him encouragingly as Yazzie glared at him with withering scorn. He knew what she was thinking. In her opinion, he had the smallest brain in the world. Yazzie ignored him as she continued, “As you know, the United Nations banned biological engineering in my father’s time due to the side effects. We could never correct those. Perhaps the Southerners beat the negative aspects of biological engineering.”




  “Or it could be evolution,” Lythgoe gave another point of view. “That is certainly easier for me to believe given the Blacks’ mental capacities.”




  Yazzie laughed dismissively and waved away his contribution with the flick of her hand. “Evolution takes thousands of years! Not enough time has gone by for these people to advance that much. No. I say it is biological engineering.”




  “I concur,” Greg supported her with a grin on his face.




  “I don’t need you to agree with me. It is not as if that is a good thing,” Yazzie said, staring at him hard. “The support is not necessary. Science speaks for itself. Biological engineering brings forth evolution hundreds, perhaps thousands of years in advance.”




  The room fell into momentary silence as everyone tried to swallow what Yazzie had said. Finally, Major General Franks changed the subject.




  “How did you get this film?” He asked Lythgoe abruptly.




  “From a sleeper agent,” Lythgoe informed them.




  “A sleeper agent? Do we have those embedded in the South?” Greg asked, genuinely impressed for the first time by the spies.




  “We’ve always had them,” Christina said. “They were entrenched into the South by our scientists in the early twenty-fourth century. Yazzie’s Ancestor was one of those scientists.”




  “Christina,” Lythgoe chided. “Allow Colonel Yazzie to explain. It is her triumph.”




  Yazzie gave Lythgoe a dazzling smile before she began. “My Ancestor and her fellow scientists were out to prove that human beings could be preprogrammed while still at a cellular level. They could be programmed to be soldiers, mine workers, bar attendants, absolutely anything. As you know, those were tough times for our civilization and so they figured preprogrammed humans would bring stability, law and order to our unity.”




  “Did they succeed?” Greg couldn’t quite contain his contempt at Yazzie’s Ancestor and company.




  “Of course!” Yazzie raised her eyebrows at Greg. “I am aware of the negative idea of controlling others genetically. That was one of the reasons used to criminalize biological engineering.”




  “Do you believe that human beings should be preprogrammed?” Greg asked her, his eyes focused hard and unrelenting on her.




  “That is neither here nor there. We don’t have time to philosophize,” Yazzie said calmly, holding his glare with her own cool blue eyes. “The point is sleeper agents were created by my Ancestor and her colleagues. They deposited the biological material of these sleeper agents in the South.”




  “How was that possible with the forcefield?” Stephenson asked.




  “At the time, the Southern forcefield was penetrable in some areas,” Lythgoe explained.




  This triggered Frank’s interest, so he asked, “Does this mean it gets stronger with time?”




  “We have discovered so” Yazzie confirmed. “Anyway, the sleeper agent project was abandoned as soon as biological engineering was outlawed. The files were buried and it was a done deal.”




  This was Lythgoe’s cue to pile on the compliments. “Until our Yazzie here reinitiated the project. She studied her Ancestor’s files and found a way of prodding our sleeper agents. And we struck gold.”




  “In truth, it was you, Neville, who found the files and came to me. The compliments should go to you,” Yazzie responded with an undeniable tone of admiration.




  “How did you prod the sleeper agents?” Greg asked more sharply than he intended. He wasn’t jealous over the fact that Yazzie and Lythgoe were playing a pre-mating game, but it may have come across that way.




  “We re-initiated the embedded ‘call to home’ signal my Ancestor had implanted in the DNA of the sleeper agents,” Yazzie replied nonchalantly.




  “How?” Stephenson persisted.




  “The ҅call to home’ signal is a sound with a very different frequency from what we can hear and understand. We installed the signal in some of the flyers on Pearson Station, so that when they are in combat, the tune is automatically and consistently played,” Lythgoe confessed. “We were just taking shots in the dark and we succeeded. We received this footage via Pearson.”




  “My Pearson?” Greg asked quietly.




  Lythgoe didn’t even bat an eyelid as he stared down Greg, “Yes. Yours.”




  “How come I didn’t know about it?”




  “You didn’t need to,” Lythgoe replied.




  “Did you know?” Greg asked his bosses, who both shook their heads.




  “There was no point in telling everyone if it wasn’t going to yield any results. Now that it has, we are telling you,” Lythgoe said smoothly. “And now, we are also asking you for permission to continue the ‘call to home’ signal and allow us to add the code to every flyer you possess.”




  
CHAPTER 3




   




  27:09:2677




  SOUTHERN HEMISPHERE




   




  Naledi was on Homeworld, the capital city of the Southern Realm, and the place of her birth. She knew where she was because it resonated deep in her bones. She didn’t need the clues, which incidentally were non-existent.




  The ground wasn’t solid, vividly red, or dry and cracked from drought and heat as were many parts of the actual Homeworld. These weren’t the tropical grasslands she had roamed as a child before reporting to the Askari at twelve years of age. The kaleidoscope before her was alien and magnificent. Lush green grass was adorned with bountiful, yellow autumn belles. The atmosphere was hazy and warm. The sky above her was blue and cloudless, reminiscent of images she’d downloaded from PP about the past, when the world was still divided. She marveled at the color and the majestic expanse of it.




  She looked down and saw that she was standing on sand that sparkled like diamonds of various shades. The rays shot straight up into the sky in some places, playing with the colors of what was once known as a rainbow.




  She laughed with deLight and was surprised by her actions. What had she just done? She’d never expressed herself that way before. Even worse, the only time she’d ever heard that sound emanating from anyone was when she was still an Askari trainee and an Ancestor had whisked her to safety during battle. She didn’t even know her body was capable of such a physical act. She’d assumed only Ancestors could express themselves in such a manner. She shrugged, bemused. At this point, did it really matter? It was more important for her to find out where she was.




  Was she in a simulation instead of her pod? Was she dead and on her final walk to meet the Ancestors? If so wouldn’t she be shrouded in a white gown and veil instead of still being in active uniform?




  If she were dead, this would be an exuberantly wonderful way to go.




  She breathed peacefully for some time before realizing that it could not be argon. Argon was odorless and carried no scents, making it exceptionally easy to breathe. Could this be oxygen? Oxygen, the gas the Ancestors had relied on for survival, was dangerous. It was an energetic, highly reactive gas capable of wreaking great damage on the body, outside and in. Although her Ancestors relied on this energy to sustain life, their reliance was reckless. Oxygen also eroded the human body and led to the premature termination of life. Argon was an inert gas, and as such, was needed to protect the body from catabolic reactions like those caused by oxygen. The Ancestors had said that the only good thing to come out of the Union was the release of argon from the bowels of the Earth and the newfound ability of humanity to breathe it.




  According to PP however, oxygen carried scents, which permeated the entire environs. The scents supposedly came from flowers, grass, trees and fruit. This, according to the ancients, was a good thing. Science had taught Naledi’s generation that plants emitted scents as a sign of protest to the abuse humanity needlessly put them through. At that time, humans didn’t understand their cyclical connection to nature. This supposed exemption from their own ecosystem led them to commit atrocities to their brethren. And worse, they tried to tame nature and it fought back viciously and without pity. It split the world into two, killed billions of humans and further separated the ones left permanently.




  Mother came forth to nurture the survivors, provide sustenance and make sure the link between Her and Her children would never be lost again. Mother brought Light to a world filled with darkness.




  Naledi breathed in. She could smell a very sLight trace of ammonia. It was almost unrecognizable, but was enough for her to know she was breathing air, a defunct and dangerous chemical. Suddenly, she wasn’t sure if she was on Homeworld. Her world was pure argon. Oxygen died during unification hundreds of years before she came to be. Her thoughts were cut off, as she once more took in her surroundings intent on knowing where she was. Instead, she became lost in the glory of where she stood. Never had Homeworld been so perfectly picturesque.




  Unable to help herself, she impulsively knelt down and scooped some of the glittery reddish brown soil from the road into her hand and gazed at its radiance in wonder and curiosity. It felt right to have the soil, the very source of life’s existence in her palm. Naledi opened her palm and let the sand fall through her open fingers and watched as it took a life of its own, sparkling iridescently.




  An emotion she couldn’t define bubbled up so intensely inside her that it almost erupted through her mouth. She swallowed it back down. Turning to the flowers by the roadside, she fingered the petals of an autumn violet gently, so as not to bruise it. It was lovely and she wanted to own it, another unfamiliar feeling, but this time, she went with it. She couldn’t turn her back on that flower because she knew she would regret it.




  “May I interrupt your cycle of life?” She asked the autumn violet.




  She waited for a response, but to her disappointment, there was none. She reluctantly released the petals of the violet gently and stood up once more. Without permission, she could not interrupt the life of the violet. Besides, it was time to answer the unrelenting command within her to move onwards, for it had become too loud and insistent to be ignored.




  As she took her first step forward, she felt herself relax. Knowing that she was doing the right thing was a much-needed comfort. There was a rhythm to this place, a beat that said she belonged. It gave her peace.




  Companion, where am I? Naledi asked. There was no reply from her nurturer.




  Companion?




  Nothing.




  “Companion, respond!” she ordered verbally as she pressed the ’reboot’ function of her Companion at the back of her hand. There was no response. Naledi took a deep breath to calm down. Negative emotions like panic were liable to get a warrior killed. They also diminished the production of Light.




  Her Companion was not working. As far as she knew, this had never happened to anyone. She was on her own, cut off from the herd and worse, from Principal Processor. Engulfed by emotions she couldn’t define, she fought for order in her chaotic mind.




  As her hand slowly went up to clutch her throat because the chaos in her brain had begun to smother her, something overtook the fear, angst and grief and replaced them with harmony. It came from the inside of her, as if on the wings of Light, and shimmered over her aura. It felt good.




  Oh yes, she could breathe again and she walked forward as if she was being propelled by some external force. With each step forward, she became more confident, resolute and happy.




  The landscape changed the further she walked. The autumn violets were replaced by a green, vibrant savannah and she gasped with astonishment when she spotted an animal marked with black and white lines gently grazing on the soft, green grass. It raised its head to look at her nonchalantly and continued to eat, clearly unthreatened by her present. The wild desire to run and pet it was quickly extinguished by that force which insisted she should keep on going. Just as well, because ahead of her she saw more animals huddled in a group. They were elegant with their brown and white fur. They had the most interesting horns between their long ears, which were at first, straight and then curved inwards at the top. The horns seemed to be marked with white horizontal lines, the same white that adorned the faces of the animals. Their faces were adorable and the eyes, gorgeous and long-lashed and full of innocence.




  Naledi stopped in wonder determined to study them further. Sensing her presence, the animals leapt into the air in panic and disappeared.




  “Oh no, no!” she called out to them. “Please forgive me. I didn’t mean to intrude.”




  But they were long gone. She was a predator to them. While she understood, it didn’t make her any less disappointed.




  A big, brown animal walking on its hind legs came out of nowhere from the grass to her right and ran into her at full force. Naledi fell backwards and landed with a heavy thud, bottom first on the road. Before she could stand, another and then even more still followed the animal. They were set on stampeding her to death and as a hoof stomped her solar plexus, her first thought was to flee. Just as she rose amid the charge of animals that seemed to have no end, she decided fLight was not an option. She was an Askari. She didn’t run from danger. She stared it in the face so that others wouldn’t have to.




  She reached over her shoulder intending to unsheathe her weapon and couldn’t find it. Her fingers came up empty.




  She stumbled backwards in astonishment. She never went anywhere without her sword. That was a basic Askari rule. Now what was she going to do? She stared in horror at the never-ending creatures, which she deftly avoided with simple body movements. She gracefully turned this way and that, as if performing a dance, and each beast missed her within a hair’s inch. As she did so she tried to mold Light into a weapon with her hands. She would need more than one blast to scatter the creatures, but it would be worth it.




  It didn’t happen. She couldn’t create Light from within her. Flabbergasted, she almost lost her footing, which would’ve allowed one of those creatures to damage her. She stared at her hands for a second looking for physical damage. Only physical damage prevented the molding of Light. She found none. Her hands were in perfect condition.




  She was in a dangerous place and had no weapons. It couldn’t get any worse. Well, she still had herself. With determination, she twirled her way out of the center of the horde’s pandemonium and took a defensive stance ready to protect herself.




   “They are kangaroos. They don’t kill. All you need to do is step away from them and let them pass,” a voice advised Naledi from behind her. Naledi turned to face the voice still ready for battle.




  He laughed softly, “You can’t fight me, little girl. Besides, why would you want to? Meet the kangaroos. We hunted them to extinction so long ago, but here they thrive.”




  Naledi looked at him with hostility. Whoever he was, she wasn’t going to trust him. To begin with, he was covered from toe to head with a black and white robe. His black hood covered his head and eyes. She couldn’t see what he looked like and therefore became certain that he was a threat.




  “Tut, tut, little girl. You do not read your Cylinders. Can you not recognize an Ancestor?” the man said softly as he allowed his hood to fall back and revealed his face to her.




  She stared at him in disbelief, speechless.




  “Surprise, surprise. You are a quiet one,” the man’s amber eyes were fiery with Light energy. His jet-black hair and pale complexion were something Naledi had never seen before on a human. She wondered if he’d dyed his hair like their Ashmita did.




  “No. This is my hair color. Once upon a time, our hair was as varied in shades as the animals in your savannah. That all came to an end with the unification. Now, all Caucasians are born with white hair. That is such a shame,” he said conversationally.




  “My savannah?” Naledi asked before she could stop herself.




  “She speaks! Hallelujah! I was beginning to wonder if those brown eyes of yours were going to continue to do the talking for you. Yes. Your savannah. You created this reality.”




  “How? I am not capable of such a feat,” she asked doubtfully. The place was getting stranger and stranger for Naledi. She wanted out.




  “Oh, but you are,” the man said as he approached Naledi, hands in pockets. “We are all capable of doing this when we are here. The human spirit is the most powerful thing in the universe. It can manifest worlds.”




  Naledi stared at him with intensity as she tried to work out how she could eradicate him and be on her way. She needed to go back to where she came from, and it was logical that all she had to do was go back to the beginning where she’d talked to an autumn violet.




  The man said jovially, as if he wasn’t speaking to anyone except the scenery, “I am not going to take it as an insult that you want to eradicate an Ancestor. I understand that you are frightened. You don’t know where you are, your Companion has gone bye-bye and your weapons are non-existent. Any soldier would react the way you are doing right now.”




  Naledi gaped in disbelief. How had he read her thoughts? She had the ability to shield her thoughts from anyone.




  “I know. That doesn’t work here,” the man continued happily and sympathetically. “I can hear your thoughts loud and clear. You can’t jump here either. You are dead in the water, as we used to say.”




  Naledi blinked. “Who are you?”




  “I am your Ancestor and you are in our realm. Didn’t I say that already? You should pay attention.”




  “No you didn’t say that,” Naledi stated as a matter of fact.




  He smiled indulgently, “Oh well, now you know. Do you need me to give you the speech that I am your beginning and your end? Should I tell you that we were before you were?”




  Naledi knew he was reciting the Cylinders and that calmed her. The Cylinders were the doctrine of her people. They were precious and sacred.




  “Aha, she is beginning to see the Light. About time. I hate dull people,” the Ancestor grinned. He looked around him with a sweeping gesture. “I am not sure I like your savannah. All that grass is enough to give one a negative emotion. No. Not for me.”




  “Why am I here?” Naledi asked abruptly.




  “I like an individual who gets to the point. Well done. I approve. I am Sergio, by the way, and from the colors of my robe, you know that I serve Mother directly. Or maybe you don’t know that.” His eyes twinkled with humor. “You should. I am very proud of my position.”




  “I know,” Naledi replied.




  “So let’s get on with it,” he demanded.




  Naledi knew what he meant and turned to face him directly clearing all negative emotions from within her and took a deep bow of respect towards him.




  “The one who is our beginning and our end, it is good to see you,” she said succinctly and with deference.




  All humor gone from him, Sergio bowed back with grace as he acknowledged her greeting. “It is good to see you too, child of the soil.”




  They regarded a moment of silence between them as was the ritual, and then smiling yet again, Sergio said, “We summoned you, child of the soil.”




  “Why?” she asked bluntly. “I am not a priestess. I am unimportant.”




  He laughed outright and reminded Naledi of a priestess who’d done the same many years prior after she’d rescued Naledi. The sound of his laughter was strange to Naledi. It wasn’t threatening, nor was it musical. She sensed a complete loss of emotion caused by a mind in chaos and disarray. And yet, it wasn’t unpleasant to the ears.




  “It is called laughing,” the Ancestor stopped laughing abruptly and explained. “Once upon a time, everyone used to laugh. Nowadays, it has become an interesting phenomenon. That is what is wrong with us.”




  “I don’t understand,” Naledi admitted.




  “I know you don’t.” Sergio sounded impatient and frustrated. He changed the subject. “Tell me something, our Naledi, do you believe?”




  Without hesitation she replied, “I believe.”




  “That is good. At least you all still believe,” Sergio huffed with righteousness. “Do you mind if I change the scenery? I can’t think in the heat.”




  Since Naledi didn’t believe that she’d created this savannah, she gave him permission to do so. Besides, who was she to dictate to an Ancestor?




  The landscape miraculously began to change. What was once green, sumptuous and effervescent turned into snow-covered mountains and valleys. To Naledi, the Ancestor was creating the province of Hainan, which she knew very well, for she’d been stationed there when she first graduated from the Training Grounds many years ago. Hainan was inhospitable, bitingly cold, and without redemption. Yet, it thrived with life, which constantly puzzled her when she’d been its citizen.




  This Ancestor’s background, however, was not freezing cold. It possessed a supernatural radiance that was magnificent to the naked eye. She saw a polar bear, or what she thought was a polar bear before evolution, fishing by a frozen lake. The bear was small, pure white, almost cuddly and way more ungainly than the ones she knew.




  After the change, polar bears had progressed into lean, mean, killing machines. No one survived an encounter with one if they were not trained to fight.




  The bear was the only living thing in sight. Behind and around it, the landscape was unrelenting. Stark white valleys and snowy mountains went on endlessly. It was a quiet tableau and it brought a soothing effect to her frayed nerves much to her relief.




  “I am glad you agree with me. Snow is very relaxing, very cozy, very kind,” Sergio smiled approvingly. “I love it.”




  Naledi nodded, unsure what to say.




  “You don’t have to say anything,” Sergio said smugly. “I know you are thanking me for helping you gain your equilibrium. You must miss your inhibitors.”




  Naledi did not reply. Her inhibitors were irrelevant at this point. She wanted to know why she’d been summoned but dared not ask. It would be rude and disrespectful to do so.




  “We chose you, our Naledi,” he said gently as he heard her thoughts, “when you flew to your sister’s aid, despite putting yourself in peril. Is there a greater love?”




  “I am because we are,” Naledi quoted the Cylinders without a doubt. “Her loss would’ve minimized us. I couldn’t let that happen.”




  “At the same time, your loss would’ve minimized everyone as well. What a quandary.” Sergio mused thoughtfully.




  “She is younger. She has more years in her to go in her than I do. My loss would not have been as devastating to the whole,” Naledi defended her actions.




  “Do you think so?” Sergio asked.




  “It is fact.”




  “Nothing in the universe is factual. Time always debunks everything,” Sergio argued.




  “It is my duty to protect the family,” Naledi wasn’t backing down.




  Sergio gave her a genuine smile for the first time. “Yes, it is. The protection of the family is the duty of every Askari. And that is why you are here. We want to give you an assignment.”




  “What kind of an assignment?” Naledi asked.




  “Our Naledi has no patience. Tell me, are you going somewhere really important and am I taking up your precious time?”




  “No, father. I am not going anywhere,” Naledi replied, firmly chastised. “My apologies.”




  “Accepted. Walk with me back where you came from.” He took her by the arm and began to talk conversationally to her. “Darkness is approaching. We are running out of Light.”




  “What do you mean we are running out of Light?”




  “The human Light which is essential to our civilization,” Sergio explained patiently.




  Naledi stopped to stare at Sergio. “But how can that be? Our Light is limitless.”




   “It is limitless, as long as we remain grounded to nature.”




  “And we are!”




  “Unfortunately, you are losing your connection to what makes you human and therefore are inadvertently straying from Mother,” Sergio explained.




  “Logic tells me this is an insurmountable problem that can only be dealt with by the Spiritualists,” Naledi informed him decisively. “I am a warrior. I protect the realm. I give my life so others can live.”




  “And that is what you are going to do in this case too,” Sergio told her, while giving her a sympathetic look.




  “I don’t understand. Is something stealing our Light? Should I find it and destroy it?” Naledi was puzzled. She wished for their Zinzi’s presence. Zinzi would be able to gain clarity from this conversation. Ancestors spoke in riddles that no one seemed to understand except those of the spiritual order.




  “Sergio, you are confusing the conduit with your round-about manners, which are only exposing more than she needs to know,” a female voice chided Sergio from behind her.




  Naledi swiveled in distress to face the newcomer. She gazed into eyes the same color as the gray skies of the province of Hainan. The eyes were set on a dark face framed by long white hair, which belonged to those of an exalted age.




  This particular Ancestor wore the red and white of warrior priestesses and unlike their Zinzi’s gown, the Ancestor’s attire was adorned with a loose gold, braided belt.




  Naledi hastily bowed towards the newcomer and began the ritualistic greeting. The Ancestor waved it away as she continued to talk to her compatriot.




  “Sergio, don’t play with the child. And why must we be in the South Pole? I can’t stand it. I want my Australia,” she sighed in exasperation.




  The setting immediately changed. They were now surrounded by white beaches and deep, blue ocean. In the distance, Naledi spied wildflowers adorning the thick, green forest of tall trees. She had never seen anything so beautiful. Her eyes sparkled with a kind of joy that spread quickly to her lips, forming a smile. It unsettled her, this physical course of action.




  The female Ancestor smiled at Naledi’s reaction and then burst into joyous laughter, which in turn increased the sizes of the petals on the wildflowers and created waves in the water as it lapped the edges of the white sandy beach.




  Naledi stared at the changes in the environment and then at the Ancestor. Awestruck, she realized that the laughter released a lot of Light. How come they didn’t do it on Homeworld?




  “Aha, I am so glad you love it, our Naledi. It is better than the South Pole right? Welcome to my Australia,” the Ancestor interrupted her thoughts on laughter with a sigh of pleasure.




  “Australia?” Naledi asked. She’d never heard of it.




  Sergio replied, “Long before your time and totally overrated.”




  Turning to the female Ancestor, Sergio grumbled, “Do you always have to kill my landscape?”




  “Yes! That is the joy of outranking you,” the woman said with a twinkle in her eye, hands in her pockets.




  “If only you could give my scenery some time, it would grow on you, Mia,” he insisted.




  “Well, you are probably right, but not today,” she said with a smile. “Can you not see that our Naledi prefers sunshine? It makes for a better discussion. The darkness, our Naledi, which Sergio talked about a few seconds ago, is producing shadows in my scenery. Take a close look and you will see it.”




  Naledi looked up at the gray clouds descending from the sky. “Is that not part of the backdrop?”




  “No. It is the darkness,” Sergio said.




  “Your assignment is to stop the decline of Light,” Mia explained.




  Naledi, puzzled more than ever at this point, asked, “How?”




  “It is simple. Be human,” Mia said with an indulgent smile.




  Naledi stared at her in astonishment. “I am human!”




  “That has become debatable,” Sergio drawled. “Human beings create Light. The fact is, you are losing your humanity.”




  Mia slapped Sergio’s hand playfully before turning to Naledi with a radiant smile, “Sergio likes to say the oddest things. Of course you are human. We want you to celebrate that. Being human means feeling. Pain, happiness, love, grief, loss, gain, despair, order and anarchy are all essential parts of humanity. Being human means astonishing oneself, growing, and finding wisdom. Oh, it is endless! We know you can do it.”




  “Do what?” Naledi asked, still confused.




  “Do ‘being human!’ It is not going to be easy of course. You shall go through some trials and tribulations, but it is no more challenging than all you’ve been through before. It will all be very exciting,” Mia gushed enthusiastically. “You will get to live … really live.”




  “Yes,” Sergio supported Mia, even as he rolled his eyes heavenward. “You are going to experience life in detail.”




  “And it will be contagious. New life will come forth and we will all live for eons of years. That is wonderful. Be proud, our Naledi, that you are the chosen,” Mia enthused endlessly.




  “We can guarantee that the experiences you are about to go through will make the 157 years that you have lived look like a Nano second!” Sergio said dryly.




  “I don’t think you understand,” Naledi protested almost petulantly. “I am human!”




  “That you are!” Mia agreed with her, “Despite the fact that your left eye is an ocular implant and your body is regulated by a Companion as well as the fact that you’ve been pulled from the brink of extinction time and time again.”




  “I still don’t understand. Please explain my mission in detail?”




  “There is no time,” Mia insisted. “It is time for you to go back to the land of the living.”




  Sergio gently and firmly pushed Naledi forward as he stepped back. “That is your way home.”




  “Wait!” Mia stepped forward. “Trust Sergio to send you out there unarmed. Come child, embrace me.”




  Naledi walked into Mia’s embrace.




  Mia murmured, her voice filled with love and compassion, “I give you my Light. May it guide you back home when in darkness.”




  “Thank you, she who mothers in place of Mother,” Naledi replied, holding onto the Ancestor tightly. The embrace made her feel safe and comforted. “You are my beginning and my end.”




  “Go with love,” Mia whispered.




  “Remain with love,” Naledi whispered back.




  “You are strong, our Naledi. That is why we chose you. You still feel,” Sergio looked impressed. “Although you could do better than the African savannah.”




  “It is better than the South Pole. At least the African savannah is full of exciting life,” Mia protested.




  Sergio rolled his eyes as he turned to go his way. He stepped off the path and at once, the landscape changed to the South Pole. He walked away whistling to himself as the snow swallowed him.




  Mia watched him leave before she turned to Naledi, who she still held in her embrace. Naledi didn’t see the bolt of red Light that shot from the sky and slid into her unobtrusively. Mia smiled triumphantly as she released Naledi. It was done. The die had been cast.




  “It is time,” Mia whispered as she gently let her go and stepped into her own landscape of white sandy beaches and deep blue water. “It was my honor, Naledi.”




  Naledi bowed to her Ancestor, “The honor is all mine. With gratitude.”




  Naledi rose from her pod and sat up startled and disorientated. She tried to raise her right hand so that she could check her Companion, but couldn’t. Her muscles were not working. That was the norm after rejuvenation. She turned to look at her wrist instead and spied her Companion. She sighed with relief and sank back into the pod.




  “Rejuvenation complete. Welcome Home, Aviator Naledi,” her Companion’s familiar voice greeted her. “All biological disintegration to the heart, lungs, skeletal musculature and the brain’s frontal lobe have been repaired. The left eye ocular implant has been replaced with more receptive biological material. You are now able to see a distance of 300 kilometers. The damage to the frontal lobe of the brain was deemed serious and because of it, two more weeks of stasis were added to your time in the Rejuvenation pod. The impairment was due to the free fall. It is recommended the aviator desist from this form of action in the future. It is extremely difficult to repair and aviator may be harvested for parts. Please confirm your understanding of the information.”




  Confirmed. Naledi stated telepathically.




  “In addition to the biological repairs, your Companion and Directory have been upgraded for superior information download and health care. From now on, Companion will correct broken skeletal systems and heart arrhythmia within moments of occurrence.”




  Understood, Naledi confirmed.




  “Aviator, there was a brain wave that the pod was unable to identify. It made changes to your physiology. The Principal Processor is working with Directory to define the causes and consequences of the change. In the meantime, it is safe to say that you are once again viable and able to be of use to society. Physical education is recommended with immediate effect. Please acknowledge that you have understood this download.”




  Understood, Naledi replied. When will I be able to use my voice?




  “48 hours after rejuvenation.” Companion replied.




  Thank you.




  “I am here to serve as we all are. Should I request transportation to physical rehabilitation?” Companion asked.




  Please do, Naledi agreed.




  
CHAPTER 4
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  THE ANCESTORS’ CHARTER




   




  “In the beginning, land moved. What was once a whole became two parts. Darkness. Death. Hunger. Brother ate brother. It descended from the beliefs of old. Out of the complexities of the past, and with the help of the believers of present, the Ancestors came. They brought Light.” Naledi read the first Cylinder slowly as she turned it around completely engrossed in a script she knew by heart.
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